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Under the community caretaking exception to the warrant requirement, police officers may impound a vehicle that 
jeopardizes public safety and the efficient movement of traffic. 


Impoundment is warranted when it is part of the routine administrative caretaking functions of the police.’ The 
community-caretaking doctrine recognizes that police officers provide a wide range of social services outside of their 
traditional law enforcement and criminal investigatory roles; these social-welfare activities include, among other things, 
protecting the vulnerable from harm and preserving property.* Under a narrow exception to the warrant requirement,’ police 
officers may take a vehicle into custody without probable cause that the vehicle will furnish evidence of a crime‘ if the 
vehicle jeopardizes the public safety and efficient movement of vehicular traffic.° 


The government bears the burden of establishing that a vehicle’s impoundment and search are justified under an exception to 
the Fourth Amendment’s warrant requirement. To prove a valid impoundment and inventory search of a vehicle under the 
doctrine, the State must demonstrate that the belief that the vehicle posed some threat or harm to the community or was itself 
imperiled was consistent with objective standards of sound policing’ and that the decision to combat that threat by 
impoundment was in keeping with established departmental routine or regulation.* Whether impoundment is warranted under 
the community caretaking doctrine depends on the location of the vehicle and police officers’ duty to prevent it from creatin g 
a hazard to other drivers or being a target for vandalism or theft.’ 


Once a vehicle has been legally impounded, the police may conduct an inventory search without a warrant. If a vehicle is 


properly ordered to be towed to a private garage and officers reasonably believe that the vehicle contains a gun and the 
vehicle is vulnerable to intrusion by vandals, the officers may search for the gun in order to protect the public." 
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CUMULATIVE SUPPLEMENT 


Cases: 


Arresting officers’ decision to impound vehicle driven by arrestee, rather than leaving it parked perpendicularly across 
handicap parking spot, was reasonable exercise of officers’ community caretaking function, as exception to warrant 
requirement; officers’ testimony indicated that they believed vehicle could pose potential public safety hazard and no other 
driver was present to move vehicle for arrestee. U.S. Const. Amend. 4. United States v. Davis, 909 F.3d 9 (1st Cir. 2018). 


Under the Fourth Amendment’s community-caretaking exception, officers may take reasonable steps to protect the public by 
removing firearms from, and searching for additional firearms in, unattended vehicles under their control in areas accessible 
to the public. U.S. Const. Amend. 4. United States v. Trujillo, 993 F.3d 859 (10th Cir. 2021). 


[END OF SUPPLEMENT] 
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complete an accident report, the statutory duty to prepare such a report was not an exigent circumstance encompassed 
by the community-caretaker exception to the warrant requirement, and while the trooper may have had an obligation 
as a community-caretaker to remove the damaged vehicle from the highway, he did not have a duty to search the 
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Standard governing vehicles seizures under doctrine 

The propriety of a motor vehicle stop based on the community caretaking doctrine turns on whether there were 
specific and articulable facts objectively leading the officer to reasonably believe that the defendant was in distress or 
needed assistance or reasonably prompted an inquiry in that regard. 
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